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One of the most vivid scenes in Moby-Dick is the description
of the "try-works" in operation.

"By midnight/' says Melville, "the works were in full opera-
tion. We were clean from the carcass; sail had been made;
the wind was freshening; the wild ocean darkness was intense.
But that darkness was licked up by the fierce flames, which at
Intervals forked forth from the sooty flues, and illuminated
every rope in the rigging, as with the famed Greek fire. . . .
The hatch, removed from the top of the works, now afforded
a wide hearth in front of them. Standing on this were the
Tartarean shapes of the pagan harpooners, always the whale-
ship's stokers. With huge pronged poles they pitched hissing
masses of blubber into the scalding pots, or stirred up the fires
beneath, till the snaky flames darted, curling, out of the doors
to catch them by the feet. The smoke rolled away in sullen
heaps. To every pitch of the ship there was a pitch of the
boiling oil, which seemed all eagerness to leap into their faces.
Opposite the mouth of the works, on the further side of the
wide wooden hearth, was the windlass. This served for a sea-
sofa. Here lounged the watch, when not otherwise employed,
looking into the red heat of the fire, their tawny features, now
all begrimed with smoke and sweat, their matted beards, and
the contrasting barbaric brilliancy of their teeth, all these
strangely revealed in the capricious emblazonings of the works.
As they narrated to each other their unholy adventures, their
tales of terror told in words of mirth; their uncivilised laughter
forked upwards out of them, like the flames from the furnace:
to and fro, In their front, the harpooners wildly gesticulated
with their huge pronged forks and dippers; the wind howled
on, and the sea leaped, and the ship groaned and dived, yet
steadfastly shot her red hell further and further into the black-
ness of the sea and the night; and scornfully champed, and
viciously spat round her on all sides." During this scene Mel-
ville stood at the helm, "and for long silent hours guarded
the way of this fire-ship on the sea. Wrapped, for that inter-
val, in darkness myself, I but the better saw the redness, the
madness, the ghastliness of others. The continual sight of the
fiend shapes before me, papering half in smoke and half in firebottom of a well.    At best,led
